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The Western Australian

SHEEP SKIN
industry
By Paul Frapple,
Research officer,
Animal Products Technology Branch

The local skins industry supplied rnjgh of
the information for this article
.&.
Sheep skins are a by-product of livestock production
and slaughter. Their supply is determined largely^
by the demand for meat, rather than the demand*
leather and leather products. As a result, skin pri
fluctuate widely, as happened from April to June,
1988.
During the spring lamb season in 1987, prices fc
lamb skins suitable for wool-on tanning were abou
$9.00 to $12.00 per skin. Forecasts for the 1988
season are that prices for comparable skins will be
between $5.00 and $7.00.
Although this is a significant reduction, skin
returns will still represent about 20 to 25 per cent
of the gross value of a lamb. It is important,
therefore, for sheep producers to understand the
operation and requirements of the skin industry.

Sheep skins are preserved by hanging in large open
drying sheds. More than 90 per cent of Australian sheep
skins are exported.

Skin processing
Australia exported more than 31 million
preserved sheep and lamb skins in 1986-87,
which represents about 90 per cent of the skins
produced in Australia and about half of world
exports. Western Australia's contribution to
exports was 3.46 million skins, valued at
$A20.5 million FOB (free on board).
There are several export classifications for
sheep and lamb skins, depending largely on
the end use of the skin (Table 1). This is either
in wool-on tanning or in fellmongering, where
the wool is removed, leaving the pelt which is
the raw product for leather tanning.
Skins for export are preserved by either airdrying or salting. Air-drying is a time-consuming, labour intensive process, largely subject to
the prevailing weather. However, since airdried skins are preferred in the French fellmongering process, and most of our skins are
exported to France, the majority of Western
Australian skins are air-dried. Most wool-on
tanners prefer salted skins as it takes less time
to re-hydrate them than air-dried skins. Salting
is also less likely to damage the skins.

Table 1. Western Australian exports of sheep and lamb skins in
1986-87 ($AFOB)
Weight
tonne
Skins with wool on
Hogget and shorn
lambskins
Lambs
salted skins
other skins
Sheep with wool not
exceeding 51 mm in
wet salted
other
Sheep with wool
exceeding 51 mm
Pieces with wool on
TOTAL

Value

Number

$

Unit
value $

840

2,358,540

448,455

5.26

1,054
1,403

2,422,323
3,518,422

274387
680,062

8.83
5.17

3,596
2,923

4,016,529
6,723,477

775,077
1,111,976

5.18
6.05

638
19

1,515,407
21,226

174,684

8.68

10,473 20,575,924 3,464,641

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics
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The suitability of skins for wool-on tanning
depends on the fibre diameter of the wool,
wool length and skin faults. Stronger woolled
skins are preferred, as fine wools tend to mat
during wet processing. The matting is more
pronounced in long wools so generally the
length limit is decreased with finer wools. The
preferred length for sheep and shorn lamb
skins is 12 to 38 millimetres and 39 to 72
millimetres for sucker lambs. Sucker lamb
skins are sought for wool-on tanning because
they are largely unblemished. Also the lambs
are easier to skin and the skins do not have
shearing cuts. Skin faults are discussed later in
this article.
About 90 per cent of the Western Australian
sheep flock are Merinos, bred for fine wool
production. Most skins from cast-for-age sheep
and Merino lambs are therefore less suitable
for wool-on tanning and are fellmongered. The
major market for these skins is Mazamet in
France, where a fellmongering industry was
established in 1851 to de-wool air-dried fine
wool skins. Mazamet is situated in the foothills
of southern France and the area is noted for the
purity of its water supply, which is important
in processing. In 1986-87, Western Australia
exported 1.8 million skins to Mazamet.
Grading air-dried skins to determine their
market end-use.

Some 70 per cent of sucker lamb skins are
suitable for wool-on tanning. Few are tanned in
Western Australia, with the bulk being exported to Europe. With the stronger demand
for wool skins in 1986-87, some short-woolled
Merino skins were also exported to wool-on
tanners, with West Germany importing about
360,000 skins.
Buying sheep skins
Where sheep and lambs are sold at auction, the
value of the skin is included in the purchase
price. This is also the case in paddock sales on a
per-head basis. In auction sales the producer
receives no information on the value of the
skin. In paddock sales the skin price is usually
quoted separately from the carcass price so the
producer receives information on the assessed
value of the skins.
In direct sales of lamb to the Western Australian Meat Marketing Corporation, the lambs
are received by noon on the day preceding
slaughter and are penned and identified on
arrival. Their skins are assessed on the back, in
the pen, by the Corporation's skin valuer and
in turn presented to the skin buyers in varying
sale lots, with tenders being submitted and
declared by 2.00 p.m. In this way, the producer
is paid for, and receives some information on,
the assessed quality of his lamb skins.
The receival and sale times play a major part in
maximizing prices as they enable the skin trade
to plan labour needs effectively for the following days.
Sheep skin sales
The most common method used by small meat
works to sell skins is by tender. The skins are
usually partly preserved at the abattoir then
offered for sale at regular intervals to skin
buyers. The Western Australian Meat Marketing Corporation offers all skins for sale on the
sheep's back and they are sold in a similar way
to lamb skins.
Factors determining price
If a skin is suitable for wool-on tanning it is
generally more profitable to tan it rather than
to fellmonger it. Apart from wool length and
fibre diameter, the major determinant of
suitability for wool-on tanning is the incidence
and severity of various skin faults. Faults can
lower the value of skins suitable for tanning or,
in severe cases, downgrade skins to fellmongering types.
The discount for skin faults is likely to increase
now that buyer demand for wool-on skins has
decreased. With strong demand, borderline
skins were accepted for tanning with a minimal
discount, but this is unlikely to be the situation
for the 1988 spring lamb season.
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Many of the skin faults listed here can be
avoided by good farm management.
• Grass seeds are difficult to remove during
wool-on tanning and discounts of 25 to 30 per
cent apply to affected sucker lamb skins.
Farmers should consider shearing 'seedy 7
sheep six to eight weeks before slaughter, or
running lambs on seed-free paddocks where
possible.
• Conventional crutching can downgrade a
lamb skin from a tanning type to a fellmongering type. Farmers wishing to crutch lambs
before slaughter should consider a 'bulls-eye'
crutching.

Wool-lined slippers for
cold winter nights. From
Bindoon Cottage Crafts,
Fremantie.

• Fly strike can downgrade a skin to a damaged fellmongering type, reducing the value by
about 75 per cent. With the good seasonal
conditions in 1988, farmers should be wary of
fly strike.
• Dirt on skins can lead to a downgrading of
about 30 to 40 per cent. The problem of dirty
sheep can be reduced if stock are allowed to
'drain' before transport, and if holding yards
and trucks are clean.
• Shearing cuts are unsightly and leave a
permanent scar on the skin. Extra care should
be taken if lambs are shorn before slaughter.
• Black points are more of a problem in
fellmongering, where the dark fibres contaminate the wool and lead to discounts of about 30
per cent. In 1987, discounts of 10 to 20 per cent
applied to lamb skins suitable for tanning.
• Skin damage during dressing is a major
cause of downgrading. The extent of the
discount depends on the number and location
of cuts, with cuts in the 'body' of the skin
leading to the largest discounts.
Fellmongers remove the wool from a skin and
aim to recover a pelt suitable for tanning.
However, skin faults may prevent the recovery
of a suitable pelt. Factors affecting either the
wool or pelt value, therefore, affect the price of
fellmongering skins, as follows:
• Fine wool is more valuable than stronger
wool. However, generally, as wool quality
increases, pelt quality decreases. A comparison
of prices for stronger and fine woolled skins
depends on the relative value of the wool and
pelt.
• Skin prices increase with wool length and
skin area.

Tanned, wool-on sheep skins are popular for making
slippers, ugg boots, jackets, vests and car seat covers, as
well as coloured rugs. From Country Leather, Perth.

• The faults discussed previously also affect
the value of skins for fellmongering.
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Skin prices
Table 2 shows the estimated average value of
ewe skins at Midland sheep sales between 1983
and 1987.
Skin prices were very high in 1987 as a result of
high prices for wool and pelt and strong
demand from wool-on skin tanners. However
between April and June 1988, average prices
for sheep skins dropped between $2.00 and
$4.00 per skin, depending on wool length, and
the market remains weak.
There are several reasons for the fall in prices:
• In 1987, Spain was a large buyer of Australian skins for wool-on tanning and this demand lifted prices substantially. Unfortunately
sales of the finished products were down
because of the mild winter in Europe and
buyer resistance to the high prices. As a result
the demand from Spain is greatly reduced and
large quantities of Australian skins have been
re-sold by Spain for fellmongering in France.
French buyers are therefore offering lower
prices for supplies from Australia.

Strapping and packing graded skins for export.

• Demand for sheep skin leather products has
declined for the same reasons as given for the
reduced demand for wool-on products. This
led to a 30 per cent reduction between January
and June 1988 in prices for pickled pelts, and a
reduction in bare shorn pelt prices from about
$3.00 to 50tf over the same period.
• The international skin market is normally
'soft' when European buyers deplete stocks
before the northern summer holiday season.
• New Zealand fellmongers are offering large
numbers of pickled pelts, for which there is
limited demand.
• Wool prices eased between April and June
1988, with the market indicator falling about 10
per cent.
• The Australian dollar appreciated about 10
per cent against the U.S. dollar between April
and June 1988.
Skin buyers consider that the market will
remain depressed until at least September 1988
when the European holiday season finishes. If
the current market conditions still prevail,
prices for sucker lamb skins are estimated to
range from $5.00 to $7.00. However, the market
is highly volatile, as was demonstrated in the
price fluctuations from April to June 1988, so
realized prices may be different.

Table 2. Average annual prices received Iby
producers for ewes' sheep skins of different
wool length from 1983 to 1987
Wool
length
mm
Bare
6-13

1983

-

0.23
14-25
26-38
1.14
1.75
39-51
4.50
52-64
5.07
65-76
77 + mm 6.41

1984

1985

1986

-

0.70
1.62
2.77
4.24
6.91
7.71
8.67

0.50
1.26
2.54
3.00
4.27
5.19
6.53
7.62

0.69
1.92
2.%
5.20
5.92
6.95

1987

1.23
3.06
4.42
5.93
7.19
9.16
10.23
11.05

Source: Livestock Market Reporting Service Midland Sheep!5ales.
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